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In five or ten years, we may look back at 2020 as a game-changing year for work and the 

workplace. Not only is this year the start of a brand-new decade, but it is also the year of a historic 

health crisis that will be documented in history books and remembered for decades to come. The 

COVID-19 or novel coronavirus pandemic threatens not just the health and safety of the population 

but also the foundation of the economy. It has also introduced the concept of social distancing, 

putting employers in a unique adapt-and-overcome mindset.  

These shifts could sow the seeds for changes in the workplace and human resource dynamics that 

extend far beyond the pandemic’s end date. In this article, we explore the ten current HR trends—

both pandemic-driven and unrelated—that are critical for employers to recognize right now. 

1. Work-from-home and telecommuting move into the mainstream 
For years, job seekers have been looking for more flexibility in their employment situations. The option to work 
from home (or from other remote locations) is a positive for most modern professionals—many businesses have 

started selling it as a benefit or perk. Working from home was a growing trend before the coronavirus pandemic 

ever impacted the United States: a study published in 2019 by FlexJobs and Global Workplace Analytics found 

that the United States saw a 7.9 percent growth in remote work between 2016 and 2017. Over 10 years, from 
2009 and 2019, remote work grew 91 percent.  

This growth was organic. What has happened because of COVID-19 is less natural: in early March, many 
businesses started closing their offices and sending their employees home to work remotely in the name of social 

distancing. As the month went on, cities and states started initiating lockdowns and stay-at-home orders, forcing 

most businesses to close their doors temporarily.  

Because of these events, more people are working remotely right now than at any point in history. The Atlantic 

called the phenomenon “a huge, stressful experiment in working from home.” 
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That “experiment” could underline what some businesses and employees already love about the traditional 

workplace: face-to-face interactions, socialization, and the collaborative energy that comes from bringing g a 

team of people together in a room. It could also illuminate which jobs can function on a remote basis and which 
ones cannot.  

Depending on how businesses fair throughout the pandemic, we could see employers start to reevaluate how they 

think about jobs in the office and reconsider the benefits of work from home. Those benefits include more flexibility 

for employees, less commuting time, potential productivity gains, the environmental benefits of reduced emissions, 

and, crucially, lower overhead for employers. Fewer on-site employees means less of a need for large office 

spaces, which can save businesses (especially those in big cities) money annually. Given that COVID-19 and the 
economic damage it wreaks will leave most businesses tightening their belts, the lower overhead that remote work 

can enable may be an attractive option to employers when this experiment ends. 

2. Technology becomes a cornerstone 
Many HR collaboration and productivity tools have gone from interesting options for businesses to explore to 

essentials. Examples include team chat apps (Slack, Microsoft Teams), video chat or teleconferencing tools (Zoom, 
Google Hangouts), team project management apps (Asana, Trello), apps for accessing work computers from home 

(AnyDesk, TeamViewer), and VPN services. Together, these technologies help shrink the distance between scattered 

work teams, enabling remote access to in-office assets such as office computers or company servers and keeping 

business productive. 

Businesses may change the way that they interact with these tools and technologies once lockdowns lift and in-

office work resumes. While some companies have been using these technologies for years, many others have been 
forced to embrace them due to the extraordinary circumstances of COVID-19. That process has involved not just 

downloading and using the programs but also training entire teams to use them effectively. That training and 

knowledge will be there when the pandemic has passed, which could lead businesses to integrate some or all these 

apps into their normal operations. 

3. Healthcare benefits take center stage 
COVID-19 is a public health crisis that could light a match in what is already an explosive debate about 

healthcare and health insurance. Some have argued for single-payer “Medicare-for-all” to replace the United 

States health insurance system. Others are advocating for less government regulation and interference to enable 

free-market economics to take their course. Employers and their HR departments have found themselves in the 

middle of these arguments, expected to subsidize the cost of health insurance for their employees even as those 
costs climb higher and higher.  

In the wake of the coronavirus outbreak, employers will have to reckon with calls for stronger and more affordable 

coverage. The situation creates a dilemma for most organizations. High-deductible plans are the norm in employer-

sponsored health insurance, largely because these plans are the most affordable option available. The higher the 

deductible, the lower the premium cost. Employers looking to offer health insurance coverage to their full-time 

personnel—without escalating their overhead expenses significantly—lean on these plans to save money. High-
deductible plans also put employees in a position to pay thousands of dollars out-of-pocket for medical costs 

before their insurance takes hold. 
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Could COVID-19 reshape employer-sponsored health insurance? Because health coverage can be so expensive 

without an employer plan, many job seekers list employer-sponsored health coverage at or near the top of their 

must-haves when applying for new jobs. As a result, health benefits are a cornerstone for many businesses, 
impacting everything from their ability to attract and retain talent to company culture and morale. Employers may 

double down on health insurance, offering lower-deductible plans in place of other, more experimental benefits 

and perks. Another possibility is that employers will turn to a growing class of financial protection tools designed to 

shield employers from large out-of-pocket expenses related to healthcare. HealthBridge Financial, a health-tech 
startup out of Michigan, is one example. Employers can purchase HealthBridge to supplement their existing high-

deductible health insurance plans. If an employee needs to make an insurance claim, HealthBridge covers any 

upfront out-of-pocket expenses and consolidates them into a single bill that the member can pay off over time, 

similar to a credit card. 

4. Employee treatment becomes a PR essential 
How businesses treat their employees has always been a critical factor. Employees who are treated well are more 

productive, less stressed, and more loyal to their employers. Higher morale can translate into better ideas, 

improved quality of work, and higher-quality customer service, and how a business treats its employees affects 

company culture, employee retention, word-of-mouth, employer reputation, and its ability to recruit and hire strong 

talent. 

COVID-19 isn’t changing these fundamental truths of the HR rulebook. However, what this virus has done is throw 

these company values into sharper relief.  

Businesses closing and offering full pay for their employees during downtime are celebrated (Kohl’s is an 
example), while businesses that have forced their employees to work in the office despite social distancing 

guidelines receive criticism (such as Charter Communications, which reprimanded an employee for raising concerns 

about the policy). HR professionals should be mindful of how their strategies for handling employees at crisis points 

reflect on their public image—and how that impact could extend past a pandemic. 

5. A new conversation about time off 
Before schools closed and businesses sent workers home due to COVID-19, and long before states started issuing 

“shelter in place” orders, there was a significant emphasis on employees washing their hands, not touching their 

faces, and staying home if ill. The goal was to slow the spread of the virus by promoting smarter health and 

hygiene habits and isolating individuals who were showing symptoms of anything (be it a cold, the seasonal flu, or 

the novel coronavirus) away from others.  

The problem? Many Americans did not feel that they could take days off work, even if they were feeling ill. 
According to an NYU epidemiology professor interviewed on the matter for the Atlantic, more than one-third of 

Americans work in jobs that offer no sick leave. Others only have a small number of sick days to make last a whole 

year; seven is the United States average, and it’s common for full-time employees to get three or four.  

Employees often feel the need to “save” these days for when they really need them, which means that they often 

go to work even when they are showing symptoms (or may be contagious) if they think that they can get through a 

workday. Otherwise, they might find themselves cutting into their vacation time, taking unpaid time off, or risking a 

reprimand from their boss—if not a worse consequence. 
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When everyone goes back to work, expect a frank conversation about time off. Many employers are still stingy 

with vacation days, sick time, and personal time. Others (including Workday, Glassdoor, and Dropbox) have 

adopted unlimited time off as a benefit that grants employees trust. These policies are still the exception, mostly 
found in the tech industry.  

As we re-examine the health of workplaces and what individual workers can do to protect their colleagues or 

customers from infection, there will be a push for companies to give employees the ability to take time off for any 

lengthy illness. 

6. The rise of employer-offered counseling and therapy services 
Some businesses have responded to COVID-19 by offering counseling, therapy, and other mental health services. 
Starbucks is an example: every worker with the coffee chain, including full-timers and part-timers, can get 20 free 

mental health counseling services. Other employers, from schools and universities to tech companies, have made 

similar investments in employee mental health. 

COVID-19 represents a uniquely stressful and uncertain time for many employees. The isolation, fear, worry, and 

grief wrought by this crisis have led to more people seeking out counseling and other mental health services. It 

could be that these policies only last the length of the pandemic and are discontinued or phased out after that by 

employers. However, depending on the rate of utilization of these services among workers, it’s possible that 
employers will establish long-term, ongoing mental health support offerings for their teams.  

Statistically, nearly 40 million Americans (or 18 percent of the population) struggle with an anxiety disorder. This 

number exists separately from COVID-19 and shows that mental health is a large concern even when the economy 

is booming and Americans are going about their day-to-day lives without fears of a global pandemic. The 

situation could result in a better understanding among employers of how mental health affects their workers and 

what they can do to make a difference. 

7. A critical look at business travel 
Another trend that work-from-home and social distancing could ignite is employers looking critically at business 

travel. Travel is what enabled COVID-19 to spread from continent to continent and country to country. Before the 

domestic outbreak began, Americans were warned for weeks to be wary of non-essential travel, particularly to 

international destinations. Many of these warnings went ignored, and the first COVID-19 patients in most cities 
were those with a recent history of domestic or international travel.  

Not all the travelers who picked up the virus and brought it home with them were traveling on business. However, 

since business travel does account for a significant piece of the travel industry (12 percent of airline passengers, 

according to Investopedia), COVID-19 might cause businesses to reconsider their travel plans. 

The coronavirus has all but halted business travel around the globe. As of late March, 96 percent of member 

companies in the Global Business Travel Association had suspended “all or most” international business travel, while 

82 percent had suspended all or most domestic business travel. It’s hard to predict when these business travel 

activities will resume—and if they will ever come back at full strength. 

U.S. business travel accounts for 445 million trips per year and is a $251 billion industry. What qualifies as 
“essential travel” or “non-essential”? Is non-essential business travel worth risking the health of employees? Is 
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business travel truly worth the significant cost to employers? Given the economic recession that COVID-19 will 

cause, employers may start trimming these expenses—especially since they now have a better idea of how easily 

technology and tools can enable remote meetings and interactions. 

8. Sensitivity to recession issues 
Despite steep drops in the stock market, a massive inflow of unemployment claims, and other negative signs, the 

U.S. is not in a recession as of April 2020. The government waits to formally declare a period of economic decline 

a recession until that decline has lasted for at least two quarters. Most experts do predict that COVID-19 will 

cause a global recession, and employers and their HR departments will need to be sensitive to this shift.  

Until February 2020, we were experiencing a “job seeker’s market” in which a vibrant economy and low 
unemployment rate were pushing employers to compete for top talent with better benefits, higher salaries, and 

other perks. The unemployment rate at the end of 2019 was 3.5 percent, lower than any year on record since 

1969. Now, we are likely heading back to an employer’s market. Economists have indicated that a 20 percent 

unemployment rate—not seen in the United States since the 1930s—isn’t out of the question. This shift will create 

whiplash around the globe. HR teams must be compassionate to the change in dynamics and not see it as an 
opportunity to secure quality labor for cheap.  

Employers are struggling just the same as their employees: COVID-19 has sent many companies into work-from-
home mode, but it’s left plenty of others unable to operate. As a result, businesses have had to lay off employees, 

pare back hours for hourly employees, enact pay cuts, and make other bottom-line choices. 

A collaborative and honest approach is what will serve businesses over the long term. There will be opportunities to 

fill positions at lower wages and with less appealing benefits packages simply because job seekers will be 

desperate for work. HR departments must distinguish between what is necessary for the business to remain 

operational and profitable and what they can “get away with” because of the current situation.  

These choices will impact company reputations long-term. People are watching what businesses do right now, and 
they will remember. No employer (or individual) will be looked at kindly by history if they try to benefit from this 

pandemic maliciously. 

9. Adopting virtual tools for recruiting, interviewing, training, and onboarding 
Expect an embrace of technology within HR departments to improve their hiring processes. Currently, most 

employers are in a holding pattern and are shedding jobs rather than filling them. As the pandemic crests and 
declines, we will see the first signs of economic recovery occur at the business level with a surge in hiring. These first 

flickers of light at the end of the tunnel could play out before stay-at-home orders and fears of contagion cease, 

triggering new interest in virtual hiring tools. 

In addition to video chat staples such as Google Hangouts, Skype, and Zoom, there are other options intended 

specifically for employers. One example is Spark Hire, which lets hiring managers pre-record interview questions 

and receive email responses back from candidates. This option reduces the time that a hiring manager spends on 

pre-screen interviews. Other tools, such as technical assessment platforms for remote skill testing, can also help 
drive remote hiring. 
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Between these technologies, chat apps, email, and social media, employers can adopt ways to recruit, hire, and 

onboard new people without ever meeting them in person. In the meantime, it will remain critical for companies to 

maintain high standards for the people they hire.  

Now is not the time to make the wrong hiring decision and deal with the effects of that decision. Rigorous 
background checks, strong interview questions, robust training and onboard strategies, and a thought spared for 

company culture—even if no one is physically sharing the office—will all help businesses to hire well. 

10. More artificial intelligence in the HR role 
HR managers are figuring out how to handle staffing issues in a time of crisis, working to ensure that employees 

have access to the tools, resources, and mental health care that they deserve. They are assisting business leaders in 
creating virtual and remote workplaces. With all these responsibilities on their shoulders, HR professionals will need 

time-saving applications to reduce the strain of different parts of the job, from communicating with new candidates 

to managing talent organization-wide.  

In this environment, expect HR teams to embrace new artificial intelligence tools more than ever before. Applicant 

tracking systems, chatbots, apps to personalize and automate personalized career sites, and comprehensive tech 

solutions for total talent management are all systems that could provide time-saving and stress-reducing benefits. 

Conclusion 
Business are facing an unprecedented situation, and every workday is unpredictable. It’s a challenge to foretell 

what our world will resemble in ten months, ten weeks, ten days, or even ten hours. What we know for sure is that 

the COVID-19 crisis, no matter how long it lasts, will change the working world in countless ways—many of them 

permanently.  

These ten trends reflect some of the changes that we are likely to see in business, work, and employment. Some of 

these trends may be temporary: recessions pass and give way to boom times, as employers witnessed following 
the recession in 2008. Other trends could represent the start of a brand-new chapter for how we think about work, 

such as the mainstreaming of telecommuting. Things are changing; the best thing that HR professionals can do is be 

ready for the shift. 


	3. Healthcare benefits take center stage
	4. Employee treatment becomes a PR essential
	5. A new conversation about time off
	6. The rise of employer-offered counseling and therapy services
	7. A critical look at business travel
	8. Sensitivity to recession issues
	9. Adopting virtual tools for recruiting, interviewing, training, and onboarding
	10. More artificial intelligence in the HR role
	Conclusion

